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many exploratory students: “How do universities expect us to know at age 20 what we 

o for the next 40 years? We can't even decide what to eat for dinner tonight” 
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. “This is a great 

settling on a major.” (University of Colorado Boulder, n.d
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Researchers agree that academic advisement in higher education is essential (Gordon & 

Steele, 2015; Hovland et al., 1997; Morgan, 2020). 
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Statement of the Problem

The COVID-19 pandemic, which began in March 2020, quickly became 

disruptive on college campuses. Higher education administrators, often without prior 

experience in this area, made critical and urgent decisions to keep their students, faculty, 

and staff safe from the rapid spread of the virus (Hooper et al., 2020; Tasso et al., 2021). 

Students at many institutions saw their campus residences abruptly closed, and their in-

person classes were moved online (Abumalloh et al., 2021). Researchers agreed that the 

virus caused significant disruption in higher education institutions for several semesters, 

resulting in budget constraints, staff shortages, reduced enrollment, and retention issues 

(Education Strategy Group, 2022; National Association of Colleges and Employers, 

2022). 

However, d cademic advising for exploratory students was 

affected, as their classes, which informed students of career opportunities and majors, had 

to be altered, and career learning opportunities were canceled. Most in-person summer 

orientations were modified to be virtual, and other person-to-person resources became 

remote, had limited access, or were unavailable ACHA, 2020; 
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Administrators have data indicating that advisors play a central role in student 

success, as studies suggest that students who participate in academic advising experience 

higher retention and persistence rates to graduation (Darling, 2015; Klepfer & Hull, 2012; 

Kuhn & Padak, 2008; Ross et al., 2012). Research studies have been conducted on 

academic advisors and the impact of the pandemic. However, a gap remains regarding the 

experiences of academic advisors of exploratory students (AAES) navigating the 

pandemic while supporting their students. Recent literature describes how the COVID-19 

pandemic affected categories of college students (Baloran, 2020; Boyraz & Legros, 2020; 

Tasso et al., 2021), but no research was found on the impact on exploratory students 

during that time. 
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Conceptual Framework

Saldaña

Given the 

need for thick, rich descriptive information in this study, a qualitative design was chosen
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Qualitative research seeks to gain insight into events, situations, or phenomena, 

aiming to understand people’s interpretations of the world and their experiences as these 

interpretations of reality evolve over time (Creswell et al., 2007; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016; Saldaña, 2011; Seidman, 2013). 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) posited that “all qualitative research is interested in 

primary goal of basic qualitative study is to uncover and interpret these meanings” (p

That fits this study. 

Education is considered an applied social science because practitioners in this 

field address the everyday concerns of people’s lives, as evident in this study. Interpretive 

studies are prevalent throughout the disciplines and are likely the most common form of 

qualitative research in education (Merriam & Associates, 2002). Seeking understanding 

characterizes all qualitative research. However, as described by Schlechty and Noblit 

(1982), interpretive research seeks understanding in one of three forms: (1) making the 

obvious obvious, (2) making the obvious dubious, or (3) making the hidden obvious. 
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Research Purpose

The purpose of this study is to understand how academic advisors of exploratory 

students navigated the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on their advising procedures. 

Four research questions guide this study. 

Research Questions

RQ1: How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the delivery of academic 

advisement to exploratory students? 

RQ2: What strategies to advise exploratory students were changed or created due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic? 
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RQ3: What support was instrumental to academic advisors of exploratory students 

during the COVID-19 pandemic?

RQ4: How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect academic advisors of exploratory 

students? 
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between coordination with academic advisement and a student’s timely selection of an 
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organizational development manager, project manager, and training manager. I gained 

extensive interviewing experience as a hiring manager, human resources manager, and a 

member of search committees. 
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leted an associate’s degree in accounting while gaining business experience at an 

both bachelor’s and master’s degrees. With the successful defense of this dissertation,
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on higher education, Schlossberg’s Transition Model, and constructivism 
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derived from Schlossberg’s Transition Model 
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The purpose of this study is to understand how academic advisors of exploratory 

students navigated the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on their advising procedures. 
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similar growth occurred in classifying students’ interests and aptitudes.

National Academic Advising Association (NACADA)

A review of academic advising in higher education would not be complete 

without acknowledging the role of the National Academic Advising Association 

(NACADA). The organization evolved from the first National Conference on Academic 
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Advising in 1977 to an association representing an international academic advising 

community of 14,000 members (NACADA, 2025). In its “A Statement of Core Values of 

Academic Advising,” NACADA outlined the responsibilities of advisors to students, 

institutions, higher education, their educational community, and themselves (NACADA, 

2017). With NACADA, academic advising evolved from a prescriptive, authoritarian 

approach to a more developmental style (Cook, 2009). The association has collaborated 

with Kansas State University on graduate certificate, M.A., and Ph.D. programs in 

academic advising .

Cook (2009) and Propp and Rhodes (2006) found that the organization’s 

contribution to academic advising has been substantial, including the promotion and 

publication of research on all aspects of academic advising. The association has several 

subgroups, including one for advisors who work with undecided students. To many, 

NACADA and academic advising are inseparable. Habley (2009) wrote: “No 

professional association so thoroughly represents a field of endeavor; NACADA cannot be 

adequately separated from either academic advising or the field of advising” (p. 76). 

’s
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Schlossberg’s Transition Model
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When a student enters a college’s exploratory studies division, the student and the 

institution expect the guided exploration, which includes academic advisement, to occur 

promptly and sequentially so that the student can matriculate to graduation. However, the 

COVID-19 pandemic disrupted and altered college campus operations. 

Research Purpose

The purpose of this study is to understand how academic advisors of exploratory 

students navigated the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on their advising procedures. 

Four research questions guide this study.

Research Questions

RQ1: How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the delivery of academic 

advisement to exploratory students? 

RQ2: What strategies to advise exploratory students were changed or created 

during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

RQ3: What support was instrumental to academic advisors of exploratory students 

during the COVID-19 pandemic?

RQ4: How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect academic advisors of exploratory 

students? 

In the following sections, I describe the components of my conceptual framework 

that served as the overarching foundation for this study. Additionally, descriptions of the 



57

interview process, the population sample, the purposive selection of participants, and 

their respective institutions are provided. I concluded the chapter by discussing how data 

was generated, my background, reflexivity, ethics, and the achievement of 

trustworthiness in the results.

Conceptual Framework

As mentioned in Chapter 1, a conceptual framework 

Research Design

aiming to understand people’s interpretations of the world and their experiences as these 

“T

experience” (Maykut & Morehouse, 
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“emic or insider’s perspective, versus the etic or outsider’s view” (p. 16), specifically 

honoring the participants’ perspectives and experiences. This aligns with the stated 
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terms refer to the researcher’s general philosophical orientation about the world and the 

exploration of participants’ experiences
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Schlossberg’s Transition Model

•

•

•

’s 

Schlossberg’s 4S Factors

to absorb the event's impact and one’s sense of well
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spreadsheet with the population sample and searched each institution’s Exploratory 
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Participant’s Information

, she jokingly asked, “Who one day says I can't wait to advise undecided 

students? I didn't even know that exploratory programs were a thing.” 
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The purpose of interviews is to gain information from the interviewee’s 

responsible for applying the study’s directions, guiding the topics of conversation, and 

’

RQ1: How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the delivery of academic 

advisement for exploratory students? Interview questions 1, 2, 3, 8, 9.

RQ2: What strategies to advise exploratory students were changed or created due 
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to the COVID-19 pandemic? Interview questions 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 11, 12.

RQ3: What support was instrumental to academic advisors of exploratory students 

during the COVID-19 pandemic? Interview questions 3, 5, 7, 9, 10.

RQ4: How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect academic advisors of exploratory 

students? Interview questions 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12.

Two one-hour interviews were conducted with each AAES to capture their 

experiences as they navigated uncharted waters during the COVID-19 global pandemic.



70

’

questions to match the participant’s knowledge, experience, or comfort level (Rubin & 

emerged from the advisors’ responses
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forefront of my mind. However, I did not assume the therapist’s role, as Suzuki et al. 
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“off the charts.” Perhaps that is because I believe we are all in this together. 
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magically. I then added a “magic wand”
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in Schlossberg’s Transition Model
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Abductive reasoning is a 

type of logical inference where you start with an observation and then seek the simplest 

and most likely explanation (Magnani, 2004). Abductive reasoning refers to judging what 

explanation underlies a group of facts or observations; it aims to ascertain which 

explanations are best or most plausible (Shank, 1998).
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An awareness of one’s perspectives, values, and beliefs and how these may shape 
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term used in research to examine and understand one’s biases, assumptions, and 
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Chapter IV

RESULTS

This chapter presents findings from my interpretive inquiry into how academic 

advisors of exploratory students navigated the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on 

their advising procedures. The study’s four research questions (RQ1–RQ4) are connected 

to the STM theoretical framework. 

RQ1 How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the delivery of academic 

advisement for exploratory students? Situation

RQ2 What strategies to advise exploratory students were created or changed due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic? Strategy

RQ3 What support was instrumental to academic advisors of exploratory students 

during the COVID-19 pandemic? Support

RQ4 How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect academic advisors of exploratory 

students? Self

Description

The length of time each advisor felt the pandemic affected their university varied; 

however, their responses could be grouped thematically into three phases: the onset, 

during, and post-pandemic. These three phases became categories. The 4S factors serve 

as themes, and within themes are subthemes. 
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In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic became a global health crisis. For months, the 

pandemic wreaked havoc on every segment of society. In Part 1, the findings from the 

interviews with the AAES reveal their initial experiences with the onset of the pandemic 

during the spring and summer terms of 2020. Part 2 begins in the fall term of 2020 and 

continues for several months, depending on how long the AAES felt the pandemic had 

impacted their institution. Part 3 contains the findings of their experiences after the 

pandemic. Each theme- situation, self, support, and strategy- is represented in the 

findings. The resulting findings provide rich, detailed descriptions of how academic 

advisors of exploratory students navigated the three phases of the pandemic: How It 

Began, In the Midst of It All, and The New Normal. 

Part 1 of 3 - How It Began

Like many in society, participants in this study were unaware of the severity of 

COVID-19 or uncertain about its implications, others were acutely aware of the potential 

for significant disruption, and others were somewhere in between [Situation]. 

Ambiguity

Here is a reflection from Prelow, who described himself as level-headed. “It 

seemed like there was this growing sense of panic in the news and just in society. And I 

was like, what is this? What is this all about? This seems silly that people are just 

freaking out.”

On the other hand, another AAES knew that the travel restrictions in Asia were an 

indicator of the severity of the coronavirus. They understood what that foretold about the 

potential landscape for his institution. Lavarin said this:
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We actually had a very strong idea of how severe COVID was going to be 

early on. We did some pre-planning, and we started coming up with plans. 

We were vehemently told absolutely not. You must be in the office. You 

can't do these things—almost kind of like a how dare you kind of 

perspective. 

In another scenario, Eddington described the effort he was involved in to plan for 

any impending changes caused by health concerns from the pandemic: 

My colleague and I started to hear more and more about what was going 

on. We sat down as a leadership team and asked how we would function if 

we had to transition theoretically. It was a whole day of thinking through 

logistics. But I think the overriding thing was not knowing and trying to 

get an education about how to support services in different formats. 

Campus Closings 

In mid-March 2020, concerns grew as more information became available about 

the proliferation of the coronavirus. Actions were being taken to mitigate its spread. In 

response to the situation, many colleges decided to have their staff and faculty work 

remotely, except for essential personnel. 

For some, the disruption from the coronavirus occurred during Spring Break 

week. Inga was heading to her office when she heard the news. She described how she 

was blindsided. “I heard on the radio they're going to extend spring break. And I was like, 

huh, why am I hearing about this on the radio? I should know this. I work there.”

The expectation was that it would not be too long, and regular campus operations 

would resume quickly. However, shelter-in-place orders were imposed by local and state 
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governments to protect the health and safety of their communities. Florinett, an AAES 

advisor and teacher, described the experience:

We were on spring break when it started. All the news started coming out. 

They decided midweek that we would have an extra couple of weeks off. 

‘Oh, just two more weeks, and we'll be back on campus,’ they said. We did 

not return that semester.

In the middle of spring break week, Winstone’s university asked staff to work 

from home as a precaution:

So, it started, like, two days, and then it was, we're going to delay return 

from spring break for students for two days. And then it became we're 

going to delay returning from spring break for a week. Of course, it 

eventually moved to no one returning to campus. 

Eddington recalled, “They closed campus, and so we got, like, 24 hours' notice 

that we were asked to come in on staggered schedules to grab anything we could from 

our offices and then set up at home.”

Jaquita, who was on vacation, described her experience after learning that her 

university was closing:

On Friday, we were told that we were going to be working remotely for a 

while and to take our computers home with us. And then the world shut 

down that Saturday and Sunday. I thought it was going to be like two 

weeks to a month. I went in, got my computer, and brought it home. 

Turned into two years of totally remote work.
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As schools attempted to close, students remained in on-campus residential 

housing. Darla described how her exploratory studies unit assisted students who were in 

campus housing and had COVID-19:

We made sure they were safe and knew we were still available to them. 

The university had set up temporary housing for anyone who tested 

positive for COVID, and we were that go-between. The student would 

email and say, I tested positive, and they've come and moved me over 

here. We made sure the students who were still on campus were being 

taken care of.

In another scenario, Chabar reported that his university did not officially close or 

require its staff to work remotely:

We moved all our classes online for the remainder of that spring semester, 

but we never mandated that employees work from home. It was around 

campus; if you want to do this, you're welcome to do it. I came to my 

office the whole time. I closed my door, and then I met with folks on 

Zoom.

As the long-term impact of the coronavirus seemed imminent, questions arose. 

What would working remotely look like? How do we advise students remotely?

Pivoting

The subtheme of pivoting centers on the need for immediate adjustments to 

maintain operations. The academic advisors commented on transitioning to online 

advising, teaching, and preparing for summer orientation [Strategy]. 

Eddington, who advises and teaches, said:
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We teach a first-year transition course. So, how do we advise online? How 

do we also teach online? These are two separate things. We were trying to 

learn all of it at the same time, so it was very chaotic. We were really an 

office that did almost nothing virtually. We had paper files up until 2020.

For many institutions and AAES, the commitment to assist students in a guided 

and intentional exploration includes classes specifically designed for them. The classes 

are often required, the content is sequential, and guest speakers from different 

departments present their programs. As students have a limit on how long they can 

remain exploratory before declaring a major, the classes are an efficient use of time to 

gain exposure to different fields. 

Darla, whose university has a large exploratory student base, expressed her 

determination to continue offering classes in her unit:

One of the requirements of being in our Exploratory Studies Program is an 

academic and career planning course that we teach. Well, we never offered 

that online. Okay, what are we going to do? We have to make a plan 

because we're going to keep this class going. 

Lavarin, who had tried to make plans with his HEI before the virus struck, 

described what transpired. “They kept saying we'll come back in a few weeks. And then it 

became quite evident we had to plan for summer orientation virtually. We had to start 

thinking about fall virtually.” 

Chabar explained his experiences during the pivot phase as he was involved with 

other leaders to try to find solutions:
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They made the decision that students weren't coming back after spring 

break. That decision was made quickly, and so everything was moving 

online. Imagine all that happening in a week. We were having quite a few 

meetings about how the heck are we going to support these students. How 

are we going to help accommodate students who may not have the 

technology and Internet access that they need?

Several advisors expressed the need for a quick pivot. Chabar continued with a 

description of his quick pivot, but the content of the advising sessions had changed:

After spring break is a heavy time for individual advising meetings. Those 

were via Zoom. And it was more talking about how they were coping with 

the current term rather than planning for subsequent terms as it normally 

would be. 

Winstone represented a different approach to the pandemic when he described this 

about his exploratory unit for the balance of the Spring term and the next 17 months:

Everybody was just waiting to see what was going on. So we were fairly 

quiet, I would say, for most of the rest of the semester, not dead by any 

means but quiet. We transitioned to online and remained online 

exclusively for the spring and all of summer. And for Fall 2020 and Spring 

2021. We didn't return to the office, in person, for services of any kind 

until August 2021.

Pivoting to an online platform for instruction or advising was not a primary 

concern for another school. Florinett described her institution's situation at the onset of 

the COVID-19 pandemic: 
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It was always assumed we would get back to being in person. And so, we 

weren't really worried about online. We had to adapt a little bit over that 

first semester and over the summer, but then we were able to get right 

back on campus. And so, the mentality was not to stretch ourselves and 

create more online experiences; it was to go right back to our brick-and-

mortar campus.

Personally 

For the academic advisors in this study, regardless of whether they were single, 

single parents, married without children, or married with children, the onset of the 

pandemic and the transition to working from home presented challenges (Self). 

Ruth Mae, an experienced advisor at a large institution, resisted leaving the 

office at the outset of the pandemic: 

I remember feeling very nervous about transitioning from in-person to 

remote. I didn't know that I could be a productive person working from 

home. I'm going to get distracted. I'm going to find other things to do. So, 

that was my initial thought.

Louna resisted leaving, too. “I really didn't want to leave the office. I was really 

resistant—the last one to leave campus.” Inga, married with school-aged children, 

described her experiences. Her family was now home, with their workplaces and schools 

closed. “I don't think I had a work laptop prior to that. So, getting the equipment, trying 

to figure out how do you work from home. I had to get new, higher-speed internet.” 

The pandemic created anxiety for some AAES. Adelynn, a leader in her 

exploratory studies unit, was candid about her status:
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How did I cope? Not well. I didn't leave the house, truly, for months. I was 

in a state of anxiety, 24/7. I think that our drinking increased because we 

were bored. My husband sometimes left the house, but then I would 

sanitize everything. Let's go, wipe the boxes off. Let's wipe everything 

down. All I think about when I think of COVID-19 personally is the 

anxiety.

Students

Strategies were implemented or modified during the COVID-19 pandemic to 

enhance student well-being and relieve student concerns about grades. Getting them 

through the spring term was critical [Situation, Strategy].

Marcyn, who advises and leads her unit, reported on how they handled the crisis 

at her university and the concern for students:

We said, head home for spring break, and then don't come back to campus 

after spring break. Our biggest concern was the well-being of our students. 

So, we did a lot of call campaigns to see how they were doing, just a 

check-in call. Really wasn't about advising or anything specific. We were 

just calling to say, you know, this is tough. We hope to see you back on 

campus soon.

How grades were handled when the coronavirus interrupted in-person classes was 

paramount for several advisors. Chabar reported, “One adjustment that we made for our 

students was to allow them to declare any class satisfactory or unsatisfactory. There 

would be no grade point average bearing on those course results. And that was up to the 

student.”
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Shaylan was also concerned about the students’ grades, so she decided to use her 

voice to advocate for a temporary fix:

No one knew what was going on and how to proceed correctly or fairly. 

Our students were really suffering. We started a campaign that we took to 

the provost asking the [Spring] semester to be graded, pass-fail, or 

satisfactory-unsatisfactory. For me, that was just one way to regain some 

control of what was happening to all of us.

Inga expressed concerns about how she would handle an emotional situation with 

a student as she moved to a virtual advising platform. If she were advising in person, she 

would shut her office door and offer a tissue. What can she do when they are virtual, she 

wondered? “How do I comfort them on Zoom?”

Leadership

University leadership played a key role in shaping the academic advisors' 

perceptions of how the pandemic was handled [Support]. Leadership is a sub-theme in all 

three categories. 

Many of the advisors felt their institution was doing the best it could. Louna 

perceived her HEI as doing everything possible to keep the community safe:

I felt a lot of trust in whatever they were saying. I would get on board. They 

said they were working with the local hospitals and the health authorities. 

They had a whole COVID website that they put up with updates. And so, I 

had a lot of confidence in the university guiding me through the pandemic 

at the beginning. 
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Jaquita said, “For a university where things take years to change, I was really 

impressed with how quickly we were able to pivot on our heels.” Another AAES, 

Adelynn, added, “I think we did a good job of pivoting for a school that did not really 

have much of an online infrastructure previously. 

Summer Orientation 

Academic advising was a one-on-one, in-person interaction. Advisors were 

familiar with video conferencing but had not previously utilized applications like 

Microsoft Teams or Zoom to advise students. The advisors spoke about pivoting the 

advising and teaching components for the spring 2020 term but also had to prepare for an 

active summer orientation season [Situation, Strategy]. 

Prelow described what was going on at his HEI as the pandemic affected his 

unit’s summer orientation plans:

The orientation season for advising, of course, is the summer. It's a big 

part of what we do. It's like the busiest part of the year, and so the whole 

institution is trying to navigate how do we do this completely from our 

computers at home.

Holmes recalled collaborating with team members about summer orientation. “I 

just remember countless hours of strategizing and planning, trying to figure out how to 

make all that work. So those are my very palpable memories of March 2020.” 

After a chaotic Spring semester trying to advise and teach virtually, Chabar 

described summer orientation like this:

Prior to the pandemic, we did a pretty classic June New Student 

Orientation. Students would come to campus for two days. We couldn’t do 
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that, so advisors spent about an hour with a new student one-on-one via 

Zoom. Sharing screens, orienting them to the software they need, and 

having them register for their fall classes. So that was cool because it 

really created a better relationship. It's ironic that the pandemic created 

this thing that provided a more meaningful and robust relationship 

development between the advisor and the student, but it did. Previously, it 

was super stressful for the student.

Louna’s exploratory unit completely revamped its summer orientation plans, 

which were typically held in person but had to be conducted virtually due to the 

pandemic. She described her experience:

Honestly, it was one of the best summers of my life. I really, really 

enjoyed it. In summer orientation, it used to be like 10 minutes fast. Let's 

help them get registered and just keep churning through. But with the 

pandemic, we switched to an hour-long one-on-one [virtual] meeting. And 

so, I was having a great time, and I felt like my time was actually well 

balanced. 

The AAES felt the pandemic influenced their campus anywhere from a year and a 

half to more than three years. Whether it was the shorter or longer range of time that the 

campus operations were disrupted, all agreed that routines had changed. Part 2 begins 

with the Fall 2020 term. As with Part 1, this phase is analyzed around the themes of 

situations, strategies, support, and self. This phase had the most subthemes to be 

analyzed, and the advisors gave rich, descriptive responses about their experiences with 

the new normal. 
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Part 2 of 3 - In the Midst of It All

Some of the institutions where AAES advised brought students back to campus in 

Fall 2020, the first time since mid-March. Several advisors mentioned the significance of 

students returning. 

Reopening

With the virus still spreading and the social nature of a residential college campus, 

COVID cases were reported for several terms at some institutions. Concerns about the 

health and safety of students, staff, and faculty were expressed [Situation]. 

Florinett’s description of her experiences with students returning to their campus 

was similar to others: 

It would get scary when we had hundreds of students with COVID on 

campus. We had to segment our dorms and really try to figure out, is this 

the healthiest way for us all to be here or not? So that first semester back 

was pretty scary. They would stay in a room by themselves, and we would 

deliver food to them and things like that. And we could deliver homework 

and things they needed. So, it was a pretty good system.

Adelynn, who initially had anxiety about the outbreak of the coronavirus, 

described the return to her institution. “We finally came back to class on a hybrid-type 

schedule in the fall. But students were like taking a break. They weren't sure what college 

was going to look like for them. It was a very strange time.”

Classes for exploratory students resumed, too. Darla, who had moved her classes 

online in the spring term, discussed the return to in-person classes for her exploratory 

students:
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We all came back and offered our classes in person. The student feedback 

is amazing because some of those students are graduating now, saying I 

remember yours was my favorite class because it was the only one I 

actually got to go to and see other students since so many classes were 

totally online. 

For institutions that did not have students return in person, a challenge for their 

exploratory students became evident quickly. Chabar noted this:

So we really preach to exploratory studies students the value of 

experiential learning and experience-based decision-making. You think 

you like this thing? Go do it and find out. So that was really stunted, right? 

Their ability to have conversations, like, ‘Hey, you think you like 

microbiology? Here's a faculty member. I want you to go and talk to them. 

I want you to see if you can tour their lab.’ Stuff like that couldn't happen. 

That really stunted the experiential learning opportunities for these 

students. 

Winstone commented about the transition to online in his exploratory studies area 

and his staff: 

I felt like we were able to not feel such a high level of stress in the 

pandemic. I felt like our services transitioned pretty easily online. Once it 

was more, are the people comfortable? The actual logistics of it weren't 

that complicated. It was more about how to get staff to not sort of panic 

and say none of this is meaningful if I can't sit with them.
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At Adelynn’s university and some others, the online conversion was still a work in 

progress:

We were building the plane as we were flying it. I don't know if anyone 

had great answers for how to make a Zoom classroom really engaging. 

People had ideas, and we tried things, but that was really hard. I don't ever 

want to do it again on a regular basis if I don't have to.

Advising Students

Several advisors commented on how they adapted to advising students virtually 

[Strategies]. Some provided very detailed descriptions, such as Eddington, regarding 

their first full-term advising experience in a virtual setting: 

It’s harder to advise online. It's not the same. Like, I think some people 

thought this is going to be easy because I'm just going to do what I 

normally do. But I sit here, and as much as I'm listening to them, I'm 

watching what they're doing. Like, what are they doing with their hands? 

Are they taking notes? I was not one of those people who required them to 

have their camera on, but if they didn't have it on, I listened to the words 

they were saying more to try to figure out if there was something they're 

not saying. 

Ruth Mae, who was reluctant to work remotely when the pandemic first hit in 

mid-March, had this to say, and others agreed: 

I found that I'm better able to walk students through things. So, with in-

person appointments, maybe a student might bring their device with them. 

But now that you know they're on a device, right? And so, share your 



97

screen with me. Let me see what you're seeing. Let's walk through this 

together. I found that to be very helpful. I also use the Zoom chat. Okay, 

here's the link to a page. Now I know they have it with them in real-time.

Some of the AAES spoke about the mental health aspect of their jobs as they 

continually checked on the well-being of their students. Eddington summarized it like 

this:

I had never filled out as many mental health reports as I did the first 

semester we were back. You felt there was a sense of uneasiness with that 

return. You're even more so doing the mental health piece. ‘How are you 

doing as a person? I want to talk about your classes, but more than 

anything, this is kind of a wild time right now. How are you as a person?’ 

That’s the question I would start with because that often gave me a sense 

of how they were

Florinett’s school returned to in-person advising. She spoke about the 

holistic side of advising students during the pandemic than the academic side: 

I've always known that the more chaotic, the calmer I get. And so, I felt 

like I could calm our students down. When I could feel that they were 

getting stressed or worried. But yeah, it was an interesting situation 

because no one has ever gone through a pandemic like this. And so, 

helping 18-19-year-olds through it was a unique experience. I learned that 

I can remain calm and focus on the positives. 

Louna shared an experience about a Student of Color who had been successful 

remotely but felt different once she arrived on campus: 
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I work at a predominantly white institution, and I had a student who was 

in my remote class and my advisee. When she came to campus, she told 

me she had a different sense of the culture of the campus being there in 

person. ‘Oh, it's like a lot whiter, and I don't feel like I belong. I didn't 

notice that when I was in the Zoom classes. I felt comfortable. I felt like I 

was showing up as myself and supported.’

Leadership 

Some universities resumed in-person activities in the Fall 2020 term, while others 

continued remote operations [Support]. Florinett spoke of the administration at her 

university after they returned to in-person classes:

You know, they're just trying to scramble and figure out what to do, and 

sometimes things would change at the last minute. So, I think it probably 

wasn't very different than every other university. But, you know, our 

leadership was pretty good. We had a section of a dorm that we put the 

sick students in, and they would stay in a room by themselves, and we 

would deliver food to them and things like that. And if we could deliver 

homework and things they needed. So, it was a pretty good system. 

Jaquita had this to report about leadership at her university, where there were 

daily updates through websites: 

The Board of Regents was really taking the lead. Communicating, doing 

town halls, and creating a COVID-19 dashboard to track how many people 

were tested and how many people were testing positive. We instituted 

mandatory saliva tests, and we were doing wastewater tests. 
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Louna, who was all in with her leadership in higher education before the 

pandemic, had this to say about her feelings during the pandemic: 

The one constant in my life is I've always been passionate about 

education. But that was the first time I was like maybe higher education is 

not a good thing. Maybe it is harming people. Maybe it is upholding the 

status quo that is problematic. And so yeah, during the pandemic, I was 

pretty radicalized. 

Colleagues 

Some advisors mentioned the camaraderie they shared with their colleagues 

during the pandemic [Support]. Florinett made a point to stress that she felt closer to her 

coworkers than she may have in the past: 

I felt pretty blessed to be on a campus where we could support each other, 

be lenient toward each other, and give each other time off if we needed it. 

So, yeah, it was rough. I feel like I benefited a lot from it, too. 

Jaquita was impressed by how quickly her HEI pivoted during the pandemic and 

how she and her colleagues melded:

Everybody just came together. I think it was like, well, there's so much 

scary shit going on in the world outside, so yeah, feeling like I can 

contribute to something and make an impact immediately felt really good 

for people. I wish we could hold on to that energy of being able to respond 

quickly and be innovative.



100

Personally 

Others made a point to mention the transitions they saw in themselves [Self]. 

Louna, who resisted leaving the office at the outset of the pandemic, said that she started 

to feel different: 

I noticed that I really enjoyed advising remotely and working remotely. I 

felt like the students, in a lot of ways, were more comfortable in their own 

spaces, which was really nice. I loved getting to see their room and talk 

about it. And so that was really fun for me. 

Florinett said, “It feels weird to say, but I was at home with my family. We were 

safe, and we both had jobs. I knew we were very lucky, and so I just tried to also 

appreciate that for what it was.”

The advisors did not speak much about vaccinations, except where Ruth Mae 

noted that some students chose not to return to campus in Fall 2021 when they reopened 

because they would not get vaccinated:

The big thing that came out of it was the return to campus, as students and 

faculty had to be vaccinated to be on campus or in person. So again, I can 

only speak anecdotally, but I did have some students who emailed and 

said, I won't be returning because I'm not going to get the vaccination.

Part 3 of 3 - The New Normal

With the pandemic threats reduced, the advisors reflected on their experiences and 

the current state of their unit. Their comments constructed this phase's situation, strategy, 

support, and self.
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Continuing to Advise Virtually

There was an agreement among advisors about the ability to successfully advise 

students in a new virtual modality in the future [Strategy]. 

Shaylan, among others, felt that she could also build a relationship virtually with 

her exploratory advisees:

If you had told me that I could be successful at this 10 years ago, I would 

have just laughed. But I am surprised, and I think I do a pretty good job 

with it. I had this forced upon me, like everyone else, and I did not see it 

as an opportunity initially.

Adelynn stressed the ability to share her screen when advising using Zoom. She 

offered this about advising students virtually: 

Zoom gives screen sharing, right? So that was a huge change that I think 

was for the better. You're not like flipping screens around. You're not 

having the students sit on top of you. Oh, you're considering computer 

science as your major? Let me pull up the major right here and now, and 

we can look at it together. Things like that were transformative, I think. 

Yes, just that screen share that we were not doing before.

Although email has been available for some time, another experienced advisor 

now uses it to add notes during the virtual advising session. “I do really like my practice 

of pulling up an email when I'm with a student and sending them the follow up links. I 

think that's really helpful for students. I know it's really helpful for me.” said Inga.
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Adelynn continued, “I think this wider use of technology has become like 

becoming fluent in a new language. We all just more readily share information in a 

certain way that we weren't doing before.”

Leadership

As in the first two phases, higher education leadership continued to be a topic of 

conversation with the AAES [Support]. 

Holmes pointed out that at his university, “Leadership tried to commit to 

becoming a residential campus again and fulfilling that mission. They also recognize the 

benefit of flexibility with employees.” Winstone made this observation about his 

institution's leadership in what he described as an unprecedented level of change and 

uncertainty:

I feel that we had a good level of leadership and thoughtful leadership. We 

were fortunate enough to have our first woman president during that time. 

Knowing some of the presidents before her, I felt that she was much more 

thoughtful about the human impact of this than I think some of her 

predecessors would have been. 

Staffing 

The changes in staff levels, among colleagues and at the senior level, were a topic 

of conversation, especially in the new normal [Situation].

After working with a consistent staff early in her advising tenure, Ruth Mae had 

this to say about the current climate: “I would say we've definitely had a lot more 

advisors leave our office. There have been a lot more advisors staying for maybe two 

years, three years, and then moving on to a new position again.”
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Not all advisors experienced turnover issues in their units, but those who did 

made clear comments about the turnover and felt that much of it was connected with the 

pandemic. Eddington had this to say:

Our office is undergoing some turnover at the moment that has been and is 

continuing. I was thinking about the opportunity costs of everything that 

was wrought by the pandemic. The transition of senior leaders and the 

future leaders of higher ed left. I think it's causing a lot of people in roles 

that are a stretch, and it makes things just overall more challenging. It is an 

after-effect of the pandemic.

Prelow was animated when he discussed the amount of turnover at his institution 

as staff were asked to return to the office after working remotely:

It’s ridiculous. It wasn't as much during the pandemic because people like, 

oh, I need to keep my job and just we're all in it together. But when it got 

to the point where the institution started saying, All right, folks, I need you 

to come and work on campus again, there was a lot of pushback from 

staff. We lost a lot of people in advising. I know that was a national 

phenomenon of the Great Resignation. When they started making us come 

back, people were like, I'm not about that life anymore. 

The Changes

Changes in operations have occurred across campus. The AAES highlighted 

processes, the institution's spotlight, and the overall environment [Situation, Strategy]. 

Adelynn cited examples of how operations at her HEI had been streamlined. She 

had just met with a student before our interview and spoke of the paperwork reduction. 
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“One, like huge innovation that came out of the COVID era. Fillable PDFs that we could 

just upload somewhere rather than having to do physical paperwork.” 

Louna shared that the pandemic changed her perspective on the career and 

institution that she loved:

Before the pandemic, I was like, I love higher ed, and I want to be in it, 

and I want to help people. Since the pandemic, I'm like, I want higher 

education to be free. I want it to look different. I want it to be based on a 

lot more experiential learning and less on studying old theories and texts 

and writing papers on them or taking tests and memorizing. 

“

”

“

”

Advising Approaches

The academic advisors discussed the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their 

advising approaches. [Self, Strategies, Situation]

Louna had a change of perspective. She noted earlier that the pandemic had 

radicalized her: 

I was in my dream job. The job I have right now is literally like the one I 

had planned to retire in. And suddenly, I don't know if I feel good about 

working for a college. I don't know if colleges are the best way to educate 
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people or an equitable way to educate people or have kept up with current 

times. 

The pandemic allowed Marcyn to assess her performance in her role and 

appreciate the value of in-person student interaction:  

I learned that I'm good at this role. I'm a good student supporter, and I do 

my job well, whether it's virtually or it's in person. I have a lot of resources 

and a lot of knowledge to help students. I think we all probably prefer the 

face-to-face interactions, and that we missed not having that. We're 

thankful that students are back. I still offer that we can meet via Zoom or 

we can meet in person. 

: “I learned 

”
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We’ve noticed a lot more homeschoolers. Parents just taking their kids out 

Louna said, “We've heard a lot from students who come out of high school during 

the pandemic say, I don't feel confident in my math skills. I didn't really learn math while 

I was in high school because of the pandemic.” 

Jaquita, an experienced AAES, described her perception of how the pandemic 

affected the current students she advises: 

I noticed that students wanted verification from a human about everything. 

Just a higher need for confirmation that, yes, this is the right answer. This 

is the next step, or this is the class to take, or this is the office to contact. 

Yeah, it seemed like there was a desire for more handholding among our 

students.
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Eddington gave specific academic examples of what he sees and hears from 

newer students who were in high school during the pandemic: 

So, higher rates of students starting in preparatory chemistry, pre-calculus, 

and repeating English 101. And I hear it all the time where students are 
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just like, oh yeah, I took chemistry during COVID, and I just clicked 

through the slides while I was in bed. I don't remember it, so I really need 

to take it.

I think that more focused work with students on how to 

build connections and relationships is necessary.

“

”

“

‘S ’

”
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Eddington described his scenario: “So, in some ways, it was a real growth 

opportunity for me. I feel that I grew my leadership abilities. I also feel like I grew my 

ability to just speak much more directly.”

Chabar would 

use his magical powers to “have a central advising office that asks students questions to 

promote critical thinking about their major selection. We find that students, even though 

they have declared a major, haven't really put a lot of thought into it.” Lavarin wants 

more acknowledgment for his team to provide student support: “Highlight the benefits of 

our team, to be translated into them understanding the value of advising more, which I 

think would have helped us more today. Our turnover is high. The demand on our staff is 

a lot.” 

Jaquita appreciated how her large university turned on a dime and would like to 

bring back that energy: “I’d really like to recapture our ability to pivot quickly and 

change policies, get everybody on board working towards a common goal.” Similarly, 

Shaylan asked for “Building relationships and maintaining empathy, flexibility, and open 

communication.” Conversely, Inga remembered an uncomfortable time for her that she 

would like to wipe away: We had to do some social hours. And I just remember that, at 
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that time, I did not enjoy those. So, I would take those away if I could. Now I can deal 

with them, but at the time, no.” Several advisors spoke about their preferences for 

interacting with students. Darla asked that her magic wand be used for: “More 

appointments in person. I understand the flexibility for both advisors and students. I'm 

always going to allow that. I would like it to be the exception. I would like to really try to 

get them in person.” Ruth Mae also wanted to be sure that the students were taken care 

of: “Did we check in with the students to see how they were doing? Everybody was going 

through it, right? Sure, you check in individually, but not on a large scale. In hindsight, 

that would have been helpful.” 

Eddington wants the wand to be used to “Help students rebuild some of the social 

connections and bridges that were lost.” Another advisor, Holmes, also wanted help with 

students: “Put things under the microscope in student welfare and student learning and 

student success. The fact that we had some provocation to kind of consider those things 

in a new light has led to some pretty substantive things here.” Prelow requested another 

student benefit with his magic wand: “Destigmatize exploring. More students would be 

better served because those who have just gone blindly into a major would have known 

they had a chance to go through a process to find out what their best fit is.”

Wrapping up the magic wand requests, Marcyn would use hers to: “Remove the 

bad stuff from COVID but keep the positives of some of the things that we are doing 

supporting students. Help faculty and staff understand they’re a different generation now 

and alert us to struggling students.” Louna wants higher education to continue improving: 

“I just really want to see a more contemporary, modern system that serves people in our 

current world. So that would really make me feel like I was doing good and working 
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towards good things.” Florinett wants more modernization after her institution reduced 

remote advising. What would she use her magic wand on? “It would be advising remotely 

again. It's something we know we're missing now. We scheduled some in the summer. I 

think we are all becoming more comfortable with it, and as a culture, we are embracing 

it. Remote advising again would be helpful.” In Adelynn’s case, she wanted to revisit the 

past: “I wish we just had more information and had a little bit more advanced warning 

that Friday in the office would be my last day for months and months. It was sort of like a 

secret. Take your computer home today because we may not be coming back.” Wrapping 

up the magic wand requests is Winstone: “I wish our culture were one of curiosity and 

exploration. That also ties into my value of empathy. What does it feel like to be other 

people? What would this be like for other people? That's my magic wand wish.”

“

”

“

”
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Winstone spoke of the transformation that accompanied the pandemic period and 

the impact:

As painful as the pandemic was for us, I think it is now hard to imagine 

not being pushed to do some of the things that we have been pushed to do, 

and I do feel a great sense of gratitude for that. You know, it transformed. 

There are new challenges with some of those transformations, but it 

transformed some of the ways that we deliver services and see our 

students, and I think that they were good transformations. 

Adelynn, who had admitted to not coping well at the onset of the pandemic, is 

happy to be back at work. She pointed out that, “It feels like campus again. There's 

activity. One of the things I talked about when we were shut down was that they wanted 

there to be life in the building. Yeah, because that's what a college campus is.”

The final chapter in this dissertation follows. Chapter V 

summarizes the research study with a discussion of the findings, implications, and 

recommendations for future research.
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Chapter V

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS and RECOMMENDATIONS

In this interpretive study, my research purpose was to understand how academic 

advisors of exploratory students navigated the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact. The 

introduction to the study, presented in Chapter I, included foundational information to 

support the rationale for the research and posed four key questions to ground the 

research: (a) How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the delivery of academic advising 

to exploratory students? (b) What strategies to advise exploratory students were changed 

or created during the COVID-19 pandemic? (c) What support was instrumental to 

academic advisors of exploratory students during the COVID-19 pandemic? (d) How did 

the COVID-19 pandemic affect academic advisors of exploratory students? Chapter II 

was a review of the existing literature I found around the key topics in the research. 

Chapter III provides a detailed description of the methods employed in the study. Chapter 

IV presents the results of my findings, as reported by the academic advisors who 

participated in the study. In this chapter, I present my interpretations of the findings and 

offer recommendations and suggestions for future research.

Summary of the Study

As the literature review showed, I found a few studies that examined this group of 

advisors. A comprehensive study of academic advisement for students exploring or 

changing majors is valuable because it provides administrators with insight into college 

students' preparedness, preferences, and patterns. 
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I was both an exploring student and an academic advisor. I was also completing 

my comprehensive examinations to become a doctoral candidate when the pandemic 

struck, and I was aware of the policy changes implemented by higher education 

institutions daily to mitigate the disruptions caused by the coronavirus. This study 

originated from a desire to understand how higher education institutions maintained 

ancillary services during the pandemic. More specifically, how did staff with student 

advising responsibilities handle their responsibilities during the pandemic? The fifteen 

participants provided clear and compelling narratives about their experiences before, 

during, and after the pandemic. For some, it was relatively smooth sailing with good 

outcomes. For others, the seas were choppy, but they arrived safely. 

In response to RQ1, how did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the delivery of 

academic advisement to exploratory students? Reports from the advisors indicate that the 

necessary adjustments were made to reach students, including offering video 

conferencing through platforms such as Zoom or Microsoft Teams and maintaining 

contact via phone calls and emails. Although few had used videoconferencing technology 

to advise before the pandemic, they were able to learn it relatively quickly. As the basic 

service with each application is free, the applications allow the advisors to stay connected 

to their students personally while working remotely. Many AAES commented that the 

availability of technology, internet access, and the students’ situation, wherever they were 

residing, played a part in communication. Overall, the effects of COVID-19 did not have 

a negative operational impact on advising exploratory students. 

Advisors who advised virtually identified several advantages of this modality, 

including sharing screens and notes. Every advisor interviewed felt they could continue 
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advising students from the onset of the pandemic by leveraging electronic methods, such 

as video conferencing and email. For one participant, the institution did not make a 

significant effort to transition to an online environment, as they preferred to remain a 

brick-and-mortar establishment and did not move to an online approach for advising; they 

currently do not offer virtual advising. However, they maintained communication with 

students through phone calls and emails until they could return to campus in person. The 

second research question (RQ2) is: What strategies to advise exploratory students were 

changed or created during the COVID-19 pandemic? Services for exploratory students 

have expanded regarding how they can reach an advisor. In addition to video-conferenced 

advising sessions during the school term, there were significant changes in how summer 

orientation was conducted for new students. In-person experiences transitioned to remote 

formats during the summer of 2020. At some institutions, summer orientation has 

remained virtual, or the in-person portion has been shortened and replaced with online 

modules to orient new students. Another modified strategy is the options available to 

students for advising appointments; they can now choose between in-person or virtual 

sessions for all advising units that provide virtual support. Some institutions now offer 

virtual advising during evening hours they did not previously provide; others 

implemented drop-in advising, allowing students to meet with an advisor without an 

appointment. 

There were instances when new exploratory students admitted to their AAES that 

they did not learn the content in some key high school classes during the COVID-19 

pandemic, as they often just “clicked through the slides” in their online classes. This has 

increased the need for academic advisors to develop strategies for remedial coursework, 
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particularly in math and science. When students require remedial coursework, it can 

delay their choice of a major and their matriculation to graduation. Some advisors have 

found that their current students, who completed high school during the pandemic, are 

more needy and sensitive than those in the past and require more guidance and support.

The third research question (RQ3) examined which support was instrumental for 

academic advisors of exploratory students during the COVID-19 pandemic. The AAES 

indicated that they were informed about the pandemic's effects on their university through 

emails, websites, and town halls, enabling them to perform their jobs more effectively 

when assisting students. Some expressed disappointment that their institution was not 

better prepared and informed at the outset of the pandemic. However, they felt that their 

administration did the best it could under the circumstances once the pandemic had 

begun. They also received support from their colleagues as they transitioned in-person 

classes to online formats, covered for coworkers who needed time off, and provided 

helpful assistance whenever a team member required it. Many felt that the camaraderie 

with their coworkers and colleagues was exceptional and wished for it to remain that 

way. Numerous supervisors and others within the group promoted team building and 

staying connected while working from home or sheltering in place. A primary concern 

was that many colleagues accepted early retirement offers if available or accelerated their 

retirement plans due to the pandemic. Advising staff positions have remained unfilled, 

sometimes increasing the advisor-advisee ratio.

The final research question (RQ4) examined the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on academic advisors themselves. This inquiry elicited numerous responses. 

Initially apprehensive about working remotely, some advisors discovered that they 
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enjoyed it and identified various benefits in how they could effectively advise. During the 

pandemic, advisors felt they had established a stronger voice on campus and gained 

confidence in their job performance. Many noted that they were more resilient and 

adaptable than they had previously thought. The opportunity to work remotely or in a 

hybrid setting transformed the advisors' perception of their jobs, making them feel more 

efficient. Some questioned whether they could build advising relationships virtually; 

although there was no consensus, some advisors expressed surprise at how comfortable 

they and the students felt during virtual advising. They believed they fostered 

relationships virtually, as it allowed them to gain more insight into the students' lives. 

Ultimately, they felt that both they and their units were stronger post-pandemic. 

Discussion

The literature reviewed for this study included research on Schlossberg’s 

Transition Model (STM). The model describes human adaptation to change (Schlossberg, 

2011). I applied it as a theoretical framework in this investigation, as it focuses on:

• Any event or non-event that results in changed relationships, routines, 

assumptions, and roles. 

• How we cope in unfamiliar environments and unexpected situations. 

Each of the four STM factors — situation, strategy, support, and self — was 

applied as a theme for the data. The application of this model contributes to 

understanding how all four factors impacted AAES. According to the literature reviewed, 

transition can be disabling as it disrupts relationships, responsibilities, and roles 

(Chickering & Schlossberg, 2002). The researchers reported that transition alters our 

experience and prompts us to formulate new assumptions about ourselves. The academic 
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advisors in this study concurred with that theory and expressed that they gained 

knowledge about themselves that they would not have otherwise received. 

We often experience life disturbances that necessitate adaptation, such as during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Adaptation was required and successfully executed. Bobek et 

al. (2013), Savickas (2013), and Super and Knasel (1981) posit that transition is also 

contextual, significantly influenced by one's relationship with the environment in which it 

occurs and the individuals within that setting. Coping is the behavioral effort that 

advisors employ to manage, tolerate, or reduce external and internal daily work demands 

(Tummers et al., 2015). It can include behaviors like positive thinking and sharing 

problems with colleagues or others. Each advisor had a spirit of “can-do” or “will-do.” 

Not in a reckless manner, but in a 'let us figure this out' way. Whether relying on their 

family or pets, knowledge of previous challenges, organizational skills, spiritual faith, or 

a positive attitude, the advisors remained focused on getting through the pandemic and 

moving forward.

A transition happens over time. As Bobek and Robbins (2005) and Bobek et al. 

(2013) attested, the amount of time required to experience a transition varies based on 

several factors, including the nature of the transition and the connection to both the old 

and new situations. Such is the case in this study. Most participants reported holding on 

to both the old and the new, but they can feel and sense the transitions. The academic 

advisors are at different stages in the transition, which aligns with what researchers 

Anderson et al. (2012), Bobek et al. (2013), and Schlossberg (1981, 2011) reported, as 

they agreed that regardless of the amount of time spent, individuals may respond to 

similar transitions differently, depending on when in their life the transition occurs and 
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whether individuals interpret the transition as a positive or negative addition. A positive 

emergent growth process following the transition is expected, and that is what the AAES 

expressed. However, had I interviewed the advisors amid the pandemic, they might have 

been at a different stage. Depending on where they were during the transition, they might 

have expressed feelings of fear, anxiety, uncertainty, or depression prior to the positive 

emergent growth.

Bobek and Robbins (2005), Yang and Gysbers (2007), and Super (1975, 1990) 

have described how the transition can result in psychological consequences if it involves 

the loss of daily structures, social support, or systematic routines. These consequences 

may include a lack of confidence, low self-worth, diminished self-esteem, isolation, loss 

of identity, weakened self-efficacy, or a sense of being devalued, accompanied by 

impaired coping skills. Although many advisors were in a hybrid work model, I did not 

hear that the loss of social support while not at work was an issue. One advisor 

particularly noted that, in hindsight, the amount of socialization in the office was an 

inefficient use of her time.

Researchers Aljets (2018) and Zarges et al. (2018) postulated that advisors 

provide valuable information as they identify recurring issues, including systemic barriers 

preventing students from graduation. My research found that advisors strategized to 

continue advising and offering the classes their exploratory advisees needed throughout 

the pandemic. They maintained continued engagement with students, as recommended in 

a study by Aiken-Wisniewski et al. (2015). They also kept pace with students' evolving 

needs, as recommended in research by Gordon and Steele (2015). 
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Advisors are also responsible for understanding and communicating academic 

policies, curriculum, graduation requirements, and strategies for student success, as noted 

by Champlin-Scharff (2010) and Fuller et al. (2022). During the pandemic, the only 

personal connection many exploratory students had to the university was through their 

academic advisor. According to the research in this study, advisors stayed informed about 

evolving academic and curriculum policies, housing restrictions, vaccination 

requirements, and other pandemic-related activities. They also advocated changes to the 

grading system for several semesters, including pass/fail or satisfactory/unsatisfactory 

options instead of grades, or extending the drop deadline so students could withdraw 

from a class. Furthermore, they continued to provide career guidance and opportunities 

for on-campus involvement when applicable, while monitoring their students' well-being. 

Implications for Advisors

All students have the potential to become exploratory at some point in their 

college careers if they change majors. Advisors would be wise to (a) stay informed about 

the changing student and remedial opportunities at their school and in other 

environments, (b) focus on understanding how to reach all college students, including the 

newer generation, and (c) continue developing the skills necessary to help engage in 

career exploration and make informed decisions. Developing exploration and decision-

making skills through academic advisement is beneficial for all students. 

Maintaining a developmental approach with exploratory students is important. As 

Gordon and Steele (2015) explained, “The developmental approach views undecided 

students not as searching for an academic or career niche, but as individuals continually 

engaged in a series of developmental tasks that ultimately enable them to adapt and 
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change in a pluralistic world” (p. 68). How children have been educated since the 

pandemic may require advisors to provide more developmental guidance.

Implications for Future Research

Advisor turnover can be costly for institutions. The quality of advising that 

students receive may suffer, negatively impacting institutional goals, student retention, 

and persistence. This suggests that college campuses should focus on improving advisor 

working conditions by providing the necessary resources, including adequate staffing. 

Many institutions would not, or did not, consider hybrid or remote working conditions 

until the pandemic forced them to do so. How has the change in work schedules affected 

the campus environment? Is parking more readily available with alternate working hours? 

Implementing alternative working schedules can reduce traffic congestion around 

campuses. How does hybrid or remote working impact team building, staff development, 

and camaraderie? More than one advisor mentioned that new team members were added 

during the pandemic, and since they were not in the office together, they adjusted their 

training methods accordingly. The changes in training modes have remained, as they 

involve more advisors in training a new staff member. What can be discovered by 

conducting debriefing surveys at the staff level on what went well and what did not work 

well during the pandemic?

I developed an eight-week Leadership for Results (LFR) course for a large 

university, and two of its modules contained content relevant to this study. In the course, 

we emphasized the importance of leaders welcoming everyone to the table, meaning that 

differing viewpoints needed to be heard. The leaders recalled a time when a valuable 

suggestion came from a staff member who was considered different due to their political 
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views, hair color, sexual orientation, level of education, or some other aspect they 

perceived as distinct. Today, in 2025, when diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) are 

being discussed as if they were not needed, I would like to encourage research on 

Academic Advisors of Color. How are they received when they interact with students 

from diverse backgrounds? Does meeting virtually help or hinder the relationship-

building process? Additionally, how do Students of Color fare in exploratory programs? 

Are they excluded, ostracized, and marginalized within their groups for being unique, or 

are they accepted for their alternative approach to college? Is it more, less, or the same as 

their white counterparts?  

In the interviews, whenever I heard that campuses were closed except for 

“essential workers,” I contemplated who those essential workers were. In the LFR course, 

another discussion focused on treating all employees with respect, dignity, and 

importance. The classroom environment where we gathered would not have been 

conducive to learning if the trash had not been emptied the night before or if the 

restrooms had not been serviced regularly. The women and men who performed those 

tasks were essential to the university's purpose, just as the faculty were. The essential 

workers I mentioned in LFR and those who maintained the campus during the COVID-19 

pandemic are the same: the custodial staff, the cafeteria personnel, and the security detail. 

At the nine universities where I have attended or worked, these essential workers were 

predominantly low-paid, minority individuals. What are their stories? How did they 

navigate the requirement of being on campus during the pandemic? How did it impact 

them? They are important voices. In Magolda’s (2023) book, “The Lives of Campus 

Custodians,” the results of his pre-COVID ethnographic study of custodians at higher 
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education institutions suggest that failing to recognize and benefit from their wisdom 

represents a squandered learning opportunity to the detriment of the entire campus 

community. What recommendations do these essential staff members have for handling 

future crises? We are being naïve if we do not think there will someday be another crisis.

Limitations

Personal Note

I thoroughly enjoyed researching this topic. While the COVID-19 pandemic was 

traumatic and heartbreaking, the stories of resilience on higher education campuses were 

truly inspiring. Not everything could be included in this study, but the content of the 

interviews and the off-topic conversations I had with the AAES will stay with me. While 

immersing myself in the interview data, I laughed, cheered, and sighed. I am incredibly 

thankful to the participants for their time, honesty, and dedication to their profession. 

Completing this dissertation was transformative for me, and I am grateful to have 

discovered a fulfilling subject that allowed me to embark on this journey.

Conclusion

The staggering statistics only partially capture the effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic. The virus's toll continues to mount, with ripple effects across virtually every 
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domain of life. College campuses are once again bustling, but the effects regarding 

staffing dilemmas, the change in students, or adjusting to the new normal will not simply 

disappear. Administrators have responded to the crisis through various new policies and 

procedures, but questions remain about the pandemic's long-term impact (McClure et al., 

2023, p. 2). 

This study fills a research gap regarding academic advisors who specialize in 

advising exploratory students and contributes to ongoing studies about the effects of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in higher education. Moreover, it illustrates the valuable connection 

that academic advisors have with the university and its students. The differences students 

exhibit compared to the past, resulting from their educational experiences during the 

2020 pandemic, are likely to persist for several years. As the student base changes, an 

understanding of the exploratory student becomes pertinent. Academic advisors can gain 

a deeper understanding of the student base by the number of opportunities they have to 

interact with them. This study illustrates the contributions that academic advisors make to 

higher education institutions for exploratory students. That information is pertinent as 

colleges evaluate staffing, existing programs, and the need for new programs while 

recovering from and adapting to the unprecedented phenomenon of COVID-19 and the 

current 2025 dismantling of the Department of Education on a national level. 

What this study uncovered was a change in students. Of the 15 participants, 13 

acknowledged a shift in the students they serve as a direct result of the pandemic. Many 

of their current advisees in K-12 during the pandemic require additional remedial classes 

in composition, math, and science. Students admitted they did not grasp subjects merely 

by clicking through slides to read. The long-term effects of the pandemic on college 
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students' learning remain undetermined. However, now is the time to consider the focus 

of new research. For academic advising practitioners, scholars, administrators, and higher 

education leaders, innovative approaches are necessary to reach and support these 

students. 

Much of the focus on exploration centers on first-year students, and it is time to 

advance the understanding of second and third-year students. All students have the 

potential to become exploratory at some point during their college experience or as part 

of their career development. Therefore, research may also focus on understanding the 

most effective ways to support all college students in exploring majors and careers. 

Academic advising practice should generally focus on assisting all students with major 

and career exploration and decision-making. Developing resources that enable students to 

explore majors and careers in culturally inclusive ways is also important. Threaded 

throughout the literature on undecided models, programs, and interventions is an 

awareness that the skills of exploration and decision-making are valuable to all students 

(Gordon & Steele, 2015; Grites, 1981; Spight, 2020). This skill development should be a 

priority and a fundamental learning outcome of academic advising. Exploration and 

decision-making skills are valuable to all students (Gordon, 1981; Gordon & Steele, 

1992; Grites, 1981; Spight, 2020), and this skill development should be a priority and 

fundamental learning outcome of academic advising. I would like to see more 

universities embrace student exploration. I think exploring majors should be the norm.

The overall results of this study indicate that the academic advisors of exploratory 

students navigated the pandemic safely and effectively by working remotely, adapting to 

changes and ambiguity, and maintaining a focus on their responsibilities to student 
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development. I hope this study will shed light on academic advisors, an important group 

of college personnel, as they navigated an extraordinary event while providing services to 

a unique group of students. 

One of the intents of an interpretive study, as described by Schlechty and Noblit 

(1982), is to seek understanding in one of three forms: (1) making the obvious obvious, 

(2) making the obvious dubious, or (3) making the hidden obvious. 
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•

•
reading aloud the consent statement, confirming the participant’s understanding, and 

•

“ Zoom?” 

Institutional Review Board (IRB)

for the Protection of Human Research 
Participants

PROTOCOL EXEMPTION REPORT

mailto:tmwright@valdosta.edu
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APPENDIX B:

Email Invitation to Participate
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Greetings {Advisor’s name},

•

•

•
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APPENDIX C:

Interview Guide
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•

•

•

• The research purpose of this study is to understand how academic advisors of 
exploratory students navigated the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects 
on their programs and procedures. 
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Informed Consent Statement
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Informed Consent

You are being asked to participate in an interview as part of a research study 

entitled “How Do I Comfort Them on Zoom?” Academic Advisors of Exploratory 

Students and the COVID-19 Pandemic, which is being conducted by Sharon DeHaven, a 

doctoral student at Valdosta State University. The purpose of this study is to understand 

how academic advisors of exploratory navigated the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 

and its effects on their programs and procedures. 

You will receive no direct benefits from participating in this research study. 

However, your responses may help us uncover vital information for academic advisors, 

administrators, students, faculty, and other higher education stakeholders. There are no 

foreseeable risks involved in participating in this study other than those encountered in 

day-to-day life. Participation should take approximately 120 minutes over two meetings. 

The interview will be audio recorded and pseudonyms will be used to protect your 

identity. Once the interview recording has been transcribed, the recording will be deleted 

from recording devices. 

This research study and your participation will be confidential. Your participation 

is voluntary. You may choose not to participate, to stop responding, or to skip questions 

you do not want to answer. If you choose to leave the study, audio-recorded conversations 

and any written information linking you to the research study will be destroyed. You must 

be at least 18 years of age to participate. Your participation in this interview serves as 

your voluntary consent and certification you are 18 years of age or older.

Questions regarding the purpose or procedures of the research should be directed 

to Sharon DeHaven at srdehaven@valdosta.edu. This study has been exempted from the 
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Institutional Review Board (IRB) review under Federal regulations. The IRB, a 

university committee established by Federal law, protects the rights and welfare of 

research participants. If you have concerns or questions about your rights as a research 

participant, you may contact the IRB Administrator at 229-253-2947 or 

irb@valdosta.edu. 


